been questioned, most scholars still concur that France paid Wilde little if any attention until the 1890s, after the publication of Dorian Gray (1890, rev. 1891) . 5 Yet the French periodical press did, in fact, attend to each of the major developments in Wilde's career. This article traces some of that reception history, considering dozens of contemporary articles never before discussed. In doing so, it extends the work of other scholars by demonstrating that the French press responded to Wilde's writing both earlier-throughout the 1880s-and in a more sustained fashion than previously thought. It thereby adds nuance to our understanding of Wilde's French reception and enriches our perception of these important early years in his development as an author.
Sherard's was not the only account that positioned France and the French reception of Wilde's works as a corrective to the stolid British critics who refused to give the author his due. In an article often cited as one of the first works in French to treat Wilde as an author and not simply an aesthetic phenomenon, 6 Téodor de Wyzewa suggested that "prior to the month of December 1891, when M. Wilde returned to Paris, the Englishhis compatriots-did not know how to appreciate him."
7 Hughes Le Roux, beating Wyzewa to the punch by a month, wrote in Le Figaro that "this writer enjoys in England, in America, in all the British language countries, a popularity attached as much to his person as to his works."
8 Both journalists further asserted that the French reading public was unfamiliar with Wilde: Le Roux "would wager that many readers of this paper will hear the name of Mr. Oscar Wilde pronounced here for the first time" while Wyzewa insisted that the French "had seen nothing of his works . . . except a little moral story of little significance."
9 The keen insight afforded by the French was not, according to these authors, due to an intimate familiarity with Wilde's writing but rather to an innate sympathy with the man. Yet as readers of Le Figaro and other journals had many opportunities to read Wilde's name, Le Roux and Wyzewa-perhaps like Sherard-seemed to overstate their case in an effort to stake claim on already trodden ground.
Wilde began his first extended stay in Paris in January 1883, shortly after returning from his initial professional foray onto the international scenean exhaustive 1882 lecture tour of the United States where he served as advance guard to Richard D'Oyly Carte's touring production of Gilbert and Sullivan's Patience. He spent three months in Paris before depleting his funds and repairing to London. Wilde honeymooned in Paris in 1884 10 but apparently did not return to France again until 1891, where his reception included the abovementioned articles by Sherard, Le Roux, and Wyzewa. 11 The biographies Sherard went on to write have been treated as essential documents of Wilde's time in France, partly because of Sherard's close friendship with Wilde during his French visits. More recent biographers have adopted much of Sherard's narrative even while questioning his analysis. In his still-definitive 1987 biography of Wilde, Richard Ellmann notes that "Sherard was bumptious, wrongheaded, uncomprehending" but allows that his account was necessary source material. 12 Perhaps the longevity of Sherard's biographies, which include references to Le Roux and Wyzewa, helps to explain why this account and these writers' works have become entrenched in the critical literature.
The 2010 publication of The Reception of Oscar Wilde in Europe, edited by Stefano Evangelista, marked a major step forward in the study of Wilde's reception history. 13 France was, Evangelista writes, "both the first European country to show widespread awareness of Wilde and . . . the centre from which his work reached countries such as Italy and Spain." 14 Three chapters in the collection address Wilde's French connections from 1891 and after. In fact, most of the scholarly work on Wilde's early French reception-headed by Nancy Erber's "The French Trials of Oscar Wilde" (1996) and Richard Hibbitt's "The Artist as Aesthete: The French Creation of Wilde" (2010) -suggests that Wilde disappeared from view in the French press after his first visit. 15 Erber, who cites the advent of the trials as a turning point in Wilde's renown among the French public, argues that he was "little known by the larger reading public before 1895" and that the "London scandals brought [him] . . . to the front page of the daily newspapers." 16 Wilde, écrivain français (1975) and Herbert Lottman's Oscar Wilde à Paris (2007) , trace a similar timeline. There is no doubt that 1891 marked a watershed in Wilde's career and in his critical reception in France, but the years preceding his return to Paris were important as well. This earlier period coincided with the "golden age" of French dailies, along with the vast expansion of specialized weekly and monthly magazines under the Third Republic, the range of which offered multiple platforms for responses to British writing. 22 In the remainder of this essay, I will survey a variety of pre-1891 articles in the French periodical press that help to contextualize Wilde's developing authorial voice.
"Véritable Poésie"
One of the earliest treatments of Wilde's work in the French press was written by one of his "compatriots": the astute British critic Joseph Knight, whose work Wilde later reviewed. Fluent in French, Knight was a regular contributor to the newly founded Le Livre, for which he reviewed Wilde's Poems in October 1881, less than four months after its London publication. Generally dismissive of what he terms the productions of the "esthé-ticiens" (later phrasing would term them "esthètes"), Knight describes the "vogue" as a "new development of the movement that was produced in support of the school of painting known under the name of Pre-Raphaelitism."
23 Explaining that the poems aspire to a "terrestrial" rather than to a "sublime" existence, Knight singles out "Charmides"-"the longest and most important [poem] of the volume"-as "exceeding the audacity" of Baudelaire's Fleurs du mal and "affecting a vulgarity unequaled in contemporary literature."
24 Nevertheless, Knight acknowledges that the other poems in the volume demonstrate that "M. Wilde possesses a vein of true poesy" ("véritable poésie") , even if the book as a whole is a "sample of the Gongorism that . . . invaded our literature."
25 Despite this reaction to Wilde's work, Knight was no stranger to Pre-Raphaelitism, and Le Livre provided him with a platform for voicing his approbation; his highly positive notice of Dante Gabriel Rossetti's Ballads and Sonnets in December 1881 drew an appreciative response from the poet.
26 When Knight demonstrated his affection for Rossetti in an 1887 biography, Wilde's review for the Pall Mall Gazette pulled no punches, calling it "A Cheap Edition of a Great Man." The review casts Knight's effort as "just the sort of biography Guildenstern might have written of Hamlet" and 30 "All eyes," the article insisted, "were on the young Irish writer who had had success at Oxford. . . . To further increase his prestige, the young priest of the 'aesthetes,' after having published a volume of verse, sailed for America, where his fame preceded him."
31 The more conservative, Royalist Le Gaulois dedicates an August 1882 front-page column to "Les AEsthetics," an overview of the movement that includes extended quotations from George Du Maurier's Punch cartoons, excerpts of dialogue from Patience, descriptions of aesthetic décor ("a peacock feather or sunflower for all decorations"), and a reference to Wilde as the "poète aesthétic par excellence," whose lecture tour earned him "not a little laughter and mockery, but also quite a few dollars."
32 French periodicals also monitored the reaction of the American press to the aesthete in their midst. The Bibliothèque universelle et revue suisse (a literary review printed in Paris as well as Geneva) notes that Wilde "is touring the United States to become famous by converting the Yankee to aestheticism" in anticipation of "American newspapers reporting his exploits."
33 A few months later, the same journal reminds its readers of Wilde's reputation: "In England the cult of aesthetes languishes, bereft of its orator, the young Oscar Wilde. We perhaps remember that Oscar Wilde had gone to preach fashion reform and revival of taste to the Yankees."
34
As in England, the appellation "priest" or "apostle" of aestheticism proved to be enduring, but there were signs that Wilde was regarded as something beyond a mere evangelist.
35 By 1883, Wilde's first play Vera: Or, the Nihilists was staged in the United States, where a reporter covered the play and its reception for the Revue britannique: "The nihilist drama by Oscar Wilde, Vera, gives rise to the most diverse criticisms, which does not prevent the author from considering it a success. The truth is that there are tedious parts and that the plot is faulty, but the comic or picturesque scenes in it are sufficient for the mass of American viewers to accept it."
36 Faint praise indeed. However, the author seems to understand that the French, like the Americans, are curious about Wilde: "Oscar Wilde has just finished another drama in five acts, The Duchess of Padua. The action takes place in the fifteenth century in Italy. The English author evidently wants to exploit the wealth of successful American theaters. . . . I will keep you informed of his attempts."
37 Interestingly, the notice makes no mention of Wilde's aestheticism.
Wilde's "Réformes"
From 1883 to 1885, Wilde's lectures in Britain provided a steady if laborintensive source of income. Just as his own dress underwent a transformation in the course of these years (a fact widely noted in the British press), his lectures on fashion and dress reform focused on advocating a revolution in sartorial trends.
38 More importantly, these lectures marked a transition in Wilde's work from public orator to writer. While Wilde had generally included some discussion of fashion in his lectures "The Renaissance of Art in England," "House Beautiful," and their variants, his first lecture devoted wholly to dress occurred on October 1, 1884. A lengthy notice appeared in the Pall Mall Gazette the following day, which gave rise to a series of letters to the editor from readers and from Wilde himself that continued through the end of the year, culminating with his essay "The Philosophy of Dress," printed the following April in the New York Daily Tribune.
39
This lively discussion made an impression well beyond Great Britain and the United States, as extended responses to his call to arms appeared in a few French papers. "La Réforme du costume," an unsigned piece in the January 1885 Le Temps, offered a review of Wilde's recent writing on dress reform: "We know that a new kind of apostle, M. Oscar Wilde, has continued in England for some time a crusade against contemporary dress; he endeavors to demonstrate its absurdity under the triad of convenience, elegance, and hygiene" ("le triple rapport de la commodité, de l'élégance et de l'hygiène").
40 This final phrase mimics the diction of Wilde's essay "More Radical Ideas upon Dress Reform," which appeared in the Pall Mall Gazette and was addressed to the "many wise and charming people, who have at heart the principles of health, freedom, and beauty in costume." 41 The writer in Le Temps seems playfully skeptical of Wilde's central arguments, but the piece ends with a thoughtful, if sarcastic, point: "As often happens with reformers, Oscar Wilde has no problem when he sticks to criticizing what is; where he becomes more difficult to follow is when he tries to suggest rational principles that will suit the fashion of the future."
42
It further notes that Wilde seems really to be advocating retrogressive, not forward-looking, attire.
43 The writer concludes that Wilde "is too ambitious in tackling the whole outfit at once" and wishes that he would "limit his propaganda" to the "dreadful top hat." 44 This article was reprinted in Le Rappel the following week and reached as far as Rhône-Alpes, where it was excerpted in a local paper.
45 Le Petit Parisien-a moderate Republican magazine with a middle-class readership
46
-followed suit with "Révolu-tion dans la mode" on January 31, 1885, also adopting phrasing similar to Wilde's: "Oscar Wilde, a consummate strategist, focused his efforts on two fronts at once: the aesthetic and the healthy, beauty and ease, the agreeable and the useful." 47 Wilde's writing on dress reform provoked a longer piece from literary critic Gustave Geffroy. In a January 1885 essay, Geffroy deploys mock seriousness to stage a self-deprecating defense of the top hat, which Wilde had critiqued in his Pall Mall Gazette pieces. 48 Like the writers in Le Temps and Le Petit Parisien, Geffroy picks up Wilde's phrasing, writing that Wilde seeks "to prove that coats, vests and pants are not healthy, comfortable, or elegant." 49 Intoning the nationalism that would often accompany descriptions of Wilde's person or works, Geffroy defends grey and black. He chides Wilde for being "so obsessed by ideas of blues and pink, by memories of silk stockings and soft boots" that he failed to realize that "our fabrics were the color of our thoughts and the hideous, torturing top hat that we wear was but the meaningful emblem of our melancholy."
50 A similar argument in favor of French black was launched by L'Univers illustré, which derided the suggestion that all would go well if the French gave over "l'habit noir" in favor of "l'habit rose."
51 The sense of dubiousness toward Wilde's reform project in these responses suggests a confidence in the superiority of the French mode which, according to these writers, did not require the alterations that Wilde advocated. Diana Crane argues that if English efforts at dress reform lagged behind similar movements in the United States, France was even slower: "Dress reform was absent in France until 1887, when a society was formed with the goal of eliminating the corset." 52 In that year, French accounts took notice of Constance Wilde's work on reform, with coverage of British meetings of the Rational Dress Society. A writer remarked that at one meeting "Mrs. Oscar Wilde . . . simply expressed the opinion that 'reform is necessary to render women's fashion both more comfortable and more graceful,'" a view that some of the society members thought too moderate.
53 Without Wilde's name attached, it is unlikely that such minutiae would have received much coverage, but the attention suggests that his reform efforts were beginning to be taken seriously.
Despite such growing interest, it remains the case that in French satirical magazines and fiction during the mid-1880s, Wilde remained primarily the "archetypal English aesthete" and little more. 54 In her serialized 1885 satirical story "Les Tournesols," for example, Adèle Huguenin describes the aesthete as a man who "cultivates archaism, adores old pottery, old brass, fake colors, Byzantine painting, the mandolin, fatal poses and adverbs immeasurable. . . . His prophet is named Oscar Wilde, who went through America to preach dress reform." 55 And an April 1885 satirical essay classifying types of British women readers lists the "L'Aesthetic" among the "Strong Minded Wooman" [sic] , the "Peeress," and the "Professional Beauty." She risks infidelity to "Oscar Wilde and his aesthetic poems" by reading "The story of Ida, epitaph of an Etrurian tomb, edited by her dear slade professor of fine art John Ruskin D. C. L." [sic] .
56 At least, one might argue, Wilde's poems were mentioned.
But with the passage of time comes distance, and by 1885 two publications by (ostensibly) French writers abroad reflect on Wilde's American tour with a more detached view than those who covered it in real time. Both conclude that Wilde cannily exploited the market. Edmond de Mandat-Grancy, writing in one of his travelogues of the United States, describes the aesthetic phenomenon with considerable disdain but allows that no one had "demonstrated that [Wilde] was not very clever" and further notes that he had the "talent to use" others' derision to his own ends; when the parodies of aestheticism hit the stage, Wilde 64 In addition to citing work that Wilde did write, the French press on at least one occasion attributed work to him that was not his, such as when the 1887 Bibliotheque universelle et revue suisse mentioned in its "Chronique Anglaise" that a play titled "The Red Lamp," attributed to the "aesthete" Oscar Wilde, would premier at the Théâtre de la Comédie. Her "L'Esthétisme en Angleterre" ("Aestheticism in England") has been neglected to date in the critical literature, despite the fact that Wilde singled out her work for praise. Bovet is likely (and unfortunately) best known in Wilde scholarship as the recipient of one of his wittier lines, as Frank Harris recorded in his biography. Known for her plain looks, she is said to have quipped "N'est-ce pas, M. Wilde, que je suis la femme la plus laide de France?"("Am I not, M. Wilde, the ugliest woman in France?"), to which "Oscar replied with smiling courtesy: 'Du monde, madame, du monde'" ("in the world, madame, in the world"). 66 Wilde's acquaintance with Bovet seems to have begun before this interaction, and, to be sure, her reputation rested on more than her appearance. An astute literary critic, she was described in an 1893 issue of the Dundee Evening Telegraph as "one of the most distinguished of French lady journalists."
67 She went on to contribute to La Fronde in addition to a number of British journals.
68 Her lengthy article on Wilde was published in the Catholic-leaning fortnightly Le Correspondant on May 10, 1889, five months after Wilde's "The Decay of Lying" appeared in the Nineteenth Century. 69 After receiving a copy of the article from Bovet, Wilde responded (in English): "I am quite charmed by your delicate and subtle article on 'L'Esthéticisme [sic] en Angleterre,' and thank you so much for sending it to me. The admirable English are still much bewildered by 'The Decay of Lying,' but even here there are a few who can decipher its paradoxes. It is a pleasure for me to think that I am presented to Paris by so clever a pen as yours, and je vous baise les mains." 70 The fact that Wilde's letter to Bovet has been in print at least since Rupert Hart-Davis's edition of Wilde's correspondence was published in 1962 makes it all the more curious that her work has been overlooked in recent discussions of Wilde's French reception.
In her fifteen-page essay, Bovet situates Wilde's "The Decay of Lying" in relation to his broader oeuvre and the Aesthetic movement; she names Dante Gabriel Rossetti ("l'étrange peintre-poète"), Edward Burne-Jones, and Alfred Tennyson as examples of aesthetes along with Wilde, clearly linking (even conflating) the Pre-Raphaelite and Aesthetic schools. In the bulk of the essay, though, Bovet offers something between a detailed summary of Wilde's critical dialogue and a full translation of the work, which she terms a "brilliant and paradoxical dissertation."
71 Moreover, as she notes in her opening, she offers "The Decay of Lying" as the authoritative representative of the aesthetic movement: "I need only to summarize here [Wilde's] article, following it step-by-step, and the reader will have before his eyes a compendium of this new gospel of art."
72 For much of the remainder of her article, this is precisely what she does, offering a condensed version of Wilde's essay in which she renders entire stretches of the dialogue into French, even if her translations do not always retain the rhetorical verve of the original.
Indeed, Bovet's translations raise questions about how the French understood Wilde's wit. Offering an account of the dialogue rather than the dialogue itself is one reason for the shift in tone, which undercuts the personality that informs the speakers' contributions. Vivian's tenor, in particular, is blunted. Throughout "The Decay of Lying," Wilde amplifies Vivian's hauteur to the point that his sincerity is cast into doubt: "In literature we require distinction, charm, beauty, and imaginative power. We don't want to be harrowed and disgusted with an account of the doings of the lower orders." 73 Bovet gives the lines as "Ni les vices vulgaires, ni les plates vertus n'intéressent la littérature: ce qu'elle veut, c'est la distinction, le charme, la beauté, la fantaisie" ("Neither vulgar vices nor dull virtues are of interest to literature: what it wants is distinction, charm, beauty, fantasy"). Vivian's arch inflection and the suggestive snobbishness of the reference to the "doings of the lower orders" are transmuted into an aesthetic truism. Further accentuating this effect is the shifting role of French itself in the essay. Throughout Wilde's dialogue, French and British literature are equally derided for embracing a verisimilitude of the banal, and key French phrases (the realist author's "tedious 'document humain'"or "his miserable little 'coin de la création,' into which he peers with his microscope") stand in for literary realism, their Frenchness essential to Vivian's indictment of Balzac's documentary impulse or Zola's naturalism. 74 Bovet jettisons the quotation marks and italics, confident, perhaps, that her French readers will recognize them: "Il compile ses insupportables documents humains, il fouille au microscope son misérable petit coin de la création" ("He compiles his unbearable human documents, he examines under a microscope his miserable little corner of creation"). 75 She does, however, use italics for clichés that she renders in English, citing novelists who render "five o'clock teas et des parties de lawn-tennis."
76 Such choices are endemic to any translation, of course, and Bovet's goal is to introduce Wilde's aesthetic philosophy rather than to replicate his signature style; her stripping away of Wilde's allusions and figurative language may have been an effort to render his idiosyncratic English palatable to a French readership. Elsewhere, when Wilde's examples prove "little intelligible" to the French reader, Bovet supplies replacements: "Who among us did not try to live the adventures of Jean Paul Chopart or those of the Swiss Family Robinson, which are not only not real, but perfectly incredible? Overexcitement of the imagination, say the superficial; not at all, responds aestheticism, because the imagination is creative in its essence and always looking for a new form. It is indeed the instinct of life to imitate art." 77 Bovet returned to Wilde's aesthetic philosophy from "The Decay of Lying" in a later article on the eighteenth-century novelist and playwright Pierre de Marivaux. She passionately defends Marivaux against charges of preciousness and artificiality. Challenging the critical use of "artificial" in "an offensive sense," she suggests that the root of "artificial" is "art" and that therefore "any product of art is artificial." 78 Wilde's essay provides support for her argument; whereas in "Esthétisme en Angleterre" she summarized and explicated Wilde's dialogue, in this essay she actively endorses it. "One of the most brilliant disciples of the new, curious English Aesthetic school," she notes, wrote that "since the essence of art is the chimera, the artist must not take his inspiration from nature."
79 In Bovet's view, the paradox is strong but the statement is nonetheless just. She once again extends his claims, suggesting that "M. Oscar Wilde might have added, given that life is but a lie, that the artist is only real if he lies."
80
With this grounding in place, Bovet stages an analysis of Marivaux's work that chips away at the then-predominant preference for naturalism that deemed his plays outmoded. Bovet equally defends "marivaudage," the bantering dialogue punctuated with paradoxes that was a signature feature of Marivaux's works and was both an obvious analogue for mannered aesthetic speech and a forbear of the witty dialogue of Wilde's society plays. In her view, Wilde's artistic theory not only described a temporary vogue but also facilitated the recovery of previous generations of writers, casting long-dismissed work in a fresh light.
Bovet was neither the first nor the only person to notice "The Decay of Lying" in France shortly after its publication. A March 1889 review of Paul Lenoir's Histoire du réalisme offers only a limited endorsement of Lenoir's account ("j'opine du bonnet en général aux définitions de M. Paul Lenoir") but "applauds wholeheartedly" the "very remarkable article by Oscar Wilde," a "humorous dialogue where the author develops the thesis that reality is modeled on art as opposed to art on reality; and he laments the current decline of the imagination, invention, the ideal, and, in a word, the beautiful art of lying."
82 Ultimately, the reviewer concludes that the difference between those advocating realism and those advocating idealism was simply a "war of words."
83 This review does not provide a particularly nuanced assessment of literary realism in Wilde's work, but it shows that his essays were read and that they were interpreted in relation to French literary scholarship of the day. A June 1890 review on realism in literature adopts a similar tactic, discussing "The Decay of Lying" at length and presenting it as a useful counterpoint to theories of the realism/idealism binary as articulated in French criticism. It asserts that readers "should not be surprised by the new aesthetic doctrine recently issued in England."
84
The article notes that for Wilde, "it is not art that is the reflection or the echo of life, but life that reproduces and repeats art (the influence of books, statues, paintings, derangement of mind produced today by novels)."
85 The reviewer then quotes from "The Decay of Lying": "A day will come when, tired of this flat truth, of this vulgar reality, of this poverty of imagination, of this frenzied documentation that poisons art and which degrades the ideal, the world shall worship at the feet of imposture!"
86

"Dernières Publications"
As the speakers in Wilde's "The Decay of Lying" knew, tastes are fluid: once the world is "tired of the flat truth," it will embrace the beautiful lie. The literary record is equally fluid, a point thoroughly demonstrated by Wilde's literary reputation during his life and after his death. The 1880s proved to be as important a decade in his changeable career as any: in the 1886 addendum to the Dictionnaire universel des contemporains (a work purporting to list "all the notable people of France and of foreign countries"), Wilde's name is not mentioned, but the updated 1893 edition includes an entry on Wilde that offers a relatively complete picture of his work. It avoids mentioning his eccentricities, and its only nod to his aesthetic roots is to note that he "was the head of a movement to reform aesthetics."
87 Moreover, the entry documents in some detail Wilde's periodical contributions: "M. Oscar Wilde has furnished a number of articles of literary criticism to diverse journals and reviews: Nineteenth Century, Fortnightly Review, Pall Mall Gazette, Saturday review, Athenaeum, etc 
